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Abstract: Neighborhoods are becoming laboratories for testing new ways of designing
cities and addressing the social, environmental, and cultural issues that affect them.
The physical constraints due to car-centered urban planning experienced in the 20th
century have fostered researchers and practitioners to explore the theme of livability
and proximity in more depth. To trigger the growth of these models, a participatory
process involving proactive networks of situated stakeholders is needed. This paper
shows how competences from the academic realm can effectively boost civic awareness of the role that situated stakeholders have in producing solutions for their own
well-being. It highlights a process enacted by the Polimi DESIS Lab with the community
of Nolo (a neighborhood in Milan, Italy) with participatory design methods and tools.
The research lab led two different case studies to test a 3-phase strategy to explore
the context and its features, co-design new spatial (and social) solutions, and validate
the results obtained.
Keywords: neighborhood communities, public spaces, proximity, participatory design

1. Introduction
1.1 The strategy of proximity to face the environmental emergency
The environmental and climate emergency of the last century - attention to which has increased worldwide under the lenses of the Fridays for Future1 movement and now the
COVID-19 pandemic (Morin & Abouessalam, 2020) - has led to an increasing need for reframing lifestyles and habits in urban settlements where more than the 50% of the world
population live.2 As indicated in the "Sustainable cities and communities" goal of the
UNSDGs,3 most cities suffer from global population growth, climate changes and air pollution. Over the decades, all these issues - fostered by an anthropocentric way of planning -

1 Fridays for Future is a youth-led and -organised global climate strike movement […] demanding urgent action on the climate crisis. Retrieved March 20, 2022, from https://fridaysforfuture.org/what-we-do/who-we-are/l
2 Retrieved March 03, 2021, from https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/population/2018-revision-of- worldurbanization-prospects.html
3 The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are 17 ambitious clusters adopted by all United Nations Member States in
2015 as a universal call to action to end poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace and prosperity
by 2030. Retrieved June 25, 2020, from https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/
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have transformed urban contexts in particularly toxic environments (Burayidi et al., 2020;
Fry, 2013; Haas & Olsson, 2014; Jennings & Newman, 2008; Wamsler, 2014).
Pollution, caused, among other things, by cars and their excessive use, is one of the main
causes of the strong negative impact that humans have on biodiversity and quality of life
(Gössling, 2020). If, on the one hand, the advent of the car in the twentieth century improved connection and accessibility on a large city scale, on the other, it produced a radical
change in the urban fabric, causing a relocation of daily functions - such as grocery shopping
- that are now often limited to the use of cars or public transport. The issue of pollution and
traffic has led people to go back and rethink a slower type of mobility using light mobility vehicles to decongest city streets and ensure beneficial effects on the health and well-being of
citizens (Chekroud et al., 2018). City administrations are increasingly stressing this need,
striving for principles of livability and promoting sustainable urban development. Worldwide, the mayors of cities such as New York, Beijing, Copenhagen, Berlin, and Milan, came
together in a network called C404 to define an agenda for a green recovery committed to
tackling climate change. To make a radical change in this sense, C40 promotes a city model
that contributes to reducing unnecessary travel and movement, increasing the availability of
public space, and reactivating streets and squares with new vitality.
This growing resolve to reclaim public space for people, also exasperated by restrictions and
lock-downs following the COVID-19 pandemic, has set in motion a series of considerations
that led the emergence of planning models based on living neighborhoods as spaces for everyday life. The best-known model is the “15-minute city”, an approach to urban design that
aims to improve quality of life by creating cities where everything a citizen needs can be
reached within 15 minutes by foot, bike or public transport. The idea developed by Carlos
Moreno5 is to transform the urban space - which is still highly mono-functional within a city
center and its various specialized areas - into a polycentric city with multiple centralities,
each separated by short distances. These centralities are intended as sub-areas of the cities
where the so-called 6 main functions of the everyday life (living, working, supplying, caring,
learning and enjoying) can be carried out in a relatively short time while forging new neighborhood relationships by experimenting values and practices to counteract some of the
causes of the environmental and social crisis we are going through (Moreno, 2019).

1.2 Creating visions with situated stakeholders
As identified by the 15-minute city model, there is a strong connection between the quality
of life of people and the public physical environment. It can be effectively traced in those
limited portions of the urban fabric - identified by the dimension of proximity – where the
physical and relational space seem to converge. City neighborhoods - and their relatively
C40 is a network of 40 megacities that act for health and well-being, reclaim public spaces such as streets and squares for
people and guarantee clean air to ensure livable conditions for local communities. Retrieved October 28, 2021, from
https://www.c40.org/other/agenda-for-a-green-and-just-recovery
5 The 15 minutes-city: for a new chrono-urbanism!. Retrieved October 29, 2021, from https://www.moreno-web.net/the15-minutes-city-for-a-new-chrono-urbanism-pr-carlos-moreno/
4
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small size - offer their citizens not only more opportunities to meet, but also more reasons
to start a conversation and to imagine a project of any kind (Manzini, 2021). Citizens have a
moral responsibility to create physical places that facilitate civic engagement and community interaction (Deshpande, 2016) and their involvement in planning processes is a key ingredient to manage the challenges previously described (Burayidi et al., 2020), and at the
same time provide environmental, economic and social beneficial transformation in an inclusive and democratic way.
To implement a process of transformation in city neighborhoods different scales are needed:
from bottom-up transformations advocated by neighborhood communities to top-down urban planning promoted by institutional bodies (Fassi & Manzini, 2021). These two approaches - although characterized by different modalities and commitments - tend to be
considered as two sides of the same coin. The role of neighborhood communities is increasingly considered by local administrations, thanks also to new types of administrative tools
that enhance the role of citizens in developing and co-designing brand new solutions. In the
context of the city of Milan, tools such as the "Participatory budgeting”6 or "Collaboration
agreements”7 are extremely useful in grasping citizens' ideas of spatial - and therefore also
social - solutions to be implemented for the community. These tools promote design approaches of a more temporary nature where the “creative” (Meroni, 2007) or “projectbased” (Fassi & Manzini, 2021) communities are personally involved to renew the common
spaces of the neighborhoods, starting up around an answer to a need in terms of facts and
experiences, and developing ideas through concept, implementation, use, testing and improvement phases. Approaches to improve urban livability through short-term, low-cost and
scalable interventions such as Placemaking8 and Tactical Urbanism9 (Lydon & Garcia, 2015;
Thomas, 2016), are part of the design system of Living Streets,10 that is the temporary transformation of squares and streets into car-free meeting places where people can meet and
interact safely. Public spaces ought to be a place for all, with distinctive qualities, advantages
and possibilities of a particular urban environment that is open to a variety of activities and
opportunities (Gehl, 2013; Groth & Corijn, 2005).
This process must be led by a network of actors made up of different social players: resident
citizens, local businesses, associations, and institutions as well as experts (Fassi & Manzini,
2021). The authors refer to this rich team of actors/players as situated stakeholders who
Participatory budgeting (or Bilancio partecipativo). In Comune di Milano. Retrieved October 30, 2021, from
https://www.comune.milano.it/servizi/bilancio-partecipativo
7 Collaboration Agreements are the main tool for the implementation of the shared administration of common goods
through which one or more active citizens and a public entity define the terms of the collaboration for the care of tangible
and immaterial common goods. “What is a collaboration agreement?”. Retrieved November 2, 2021, from
https://www.labsus.org/cose-un-patto-di-collaborazione/
8 Placemaking refers to a collaborative process by which communities of people can reimagine and reinvent the public
realm to maximize shared value. In What is Placemaking?. Retrieved March 20, 2022, from https://www.pps.org/article/what-is-placemaking
9 Tactical urbanism is an approach to urban planning that includes low-cost, temporary changes to the built environment,
usually in cities, intended to improve local neighbourhoods and city gathering places (Pfeifer, 2013)
10 Living Streets. In Energy Cities. Retrieved April 12, 2020, from https://energy-cities.eu/project/life-living-streets/
6
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gravitate around a situated context (a portion of the urban fabric - such as neighborhoods identified by the dimension of proximity). The paper presents a current in-field case study in
the city of Milan where the authors together with a variety of actors have been trying to
prompt the creation of a situated design strategy - that is, a way of rooting competences and
skills – mostly from the academic realm - directly in the neighborhood and its features to design even more tailored solutions.

2. The context
2.1 Nolo neighborhood
Since 2011, Polimi DESIS Lab, the research and design laboratory for social innovation of the
Politecnico di Milano, which the authors belong to, has implemented a series of projects and
actions on fragile territories in urban contexts, dealing with local communities and trying to
implement with them innovative solutions for spaces and services.
Since 2016, a collaboration has been set up with various stakeholders in NoLo (Nord Loreto),
a vibrant neighborhood in Milan located at the first belt outside the city center. It is at the
center of a process of "beautification", thanks also to the active role of a Social District, an
online community of neighbors (with over 12,000 members) that has produced a series of
social cohesion and innovation interventions offline. The Social District's activities also involve physical places in the neighborhood, ranging from historically important architectural
artefacts to lesser-known places, but which take on a high value of use because they are part
of the everyday life of the inhabitants themselves. Examples of tactical urbanism interventions, slow mobility experiments and parklets for commercial activities following the COVID19 emergency, are continuously changing the face of the neighborhood. This impressive
work has been carried out by the situated stakeholders who came together to develop projects for the neighborhood’s sake generating a proactive local social system (Fassi & Manzini,
2021). However, not all the neighborhood communities are well equipped with the most effective tools and methods to face this process of reclaiming public space, and sometimes
they need to be supported by external design skills and competences to enact a process of
envisioning and enabling.

2.2 Side by side with the situated stakeholders: The role of offcampusers
The Polimi DESIS Lab has been following, reporting, translating, and designing solutions in
the Nolo neighborhood for more than a decade, giving its researchers and students the opportunity to make their skills available to a local area. This presence has been reinforced
when, in September 2020, “Off Campus Nolo”, a neighborhood living lab that helps develop
ideas coming from citizens, opened its doors in the Municipal Indoor Local Market.11 Off
Off Campus Nolo hosts an observatory on issues related to the regeneration and reactivation of neighborhoods, educational laboratories and workshops, seminars and open lectures, exhibitions and public events and an archive of projects
developed over the years with the aim of becoming a development agent for the reality of the market. OFF CAMPUS | Il
Cantiere per le Periferie. Retrieved October 22, 2021, from http://www.polisocial.polimi.it/it/off-campus/

11
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Campus was developed to make the university more responsible, attentive to social challenges, open to and close by territories and communities, through the activation and facilitation of projects and inclusive processes with existing local realities. The living lab is managed
by the offcampusers i.e., the Polimi DESIS Lab community of professors, PhD candidates and
researchers who also have the role of activators, facilitators, and volunteers to help the
community of Nolo and its shortcomings. Before being physically present in the area - the
university community conducted educational experimentations for many years. Four
semester-based design studios12 - in four consecutive years - allowed students to experience
a real application of community-centered design focusing on different aspects of the
neighborhood by collaborating with the situated stakeholders and the creative community
under construction. Off Campus Nolo not only hosts research projects and community-making practices, but also events and meeting organized by the neighborhood citizens and volunteering activities such as “Spesa Sospesa a Nolo”.13 The living lab is a prime example of
how universities can invest in the third mission14 and be a link between people and places by
promoting new processes that stand between bottom-up and top-down approaches, also
defining new roles for scholars and trainees from academia (Camocini et al., 2017).

3. Objectives
Since its opening, the living lab has tried to map the neighborhood and its wide network of
situated stakeholders and their needs, to draft a first big picture of the context and its features. In trying to achieve this first mapping, the offcampusers promoted a participatory design process to foster discussion among the situated stakeholders while articulating agonistic
conversations (Arendt, 2013; Mouffe, 2007) on issues about living in the neighborhood. If,
on the one hand, the paper describes the process currently taking place at Off Campus Nolo,
on the other, it illustrates the educational experience conducted simultaneously with the
“15-minute City Lab” studio in the first year of the MSc in Interior and Spatial Design (School
of Design, Politecnico di Milano).
As two sides of the same coin, the case studies here presented - and their tailor-made activities and tools – aimed at:
• Mapping the neighborhood and its spatial and social features.
• Fostering the proactive community of Nolo even more by promoting the creation of a network made of situated stakeholders.

Arnold - Art and design in Nolo (2016-17), Design + Eat = Spaces (2017-18), Living (Market) Lab (2018-2019) and 15min
City Lab (2020-2021)
13 "Spesa Sospesa a Nolo" is an initiative conceived by the Nolo Social District in 2020 during the first lockdown due to
Covid-19 pandemic. From donations collected from the neighborhood community, the initiative aims at providing fresh
food from the local Municipal Market to help 20 families in need each week. The initiative is coordinated by the Polimi DESIS Lab of the Politecnico di Milano and Casa Nolo association.
14 The third mission of universities refers to an extensive array of activities performed by higher education institutions
which seek to transfer knowledge to society in general and to organizations, as well as to promote entrepreneurial skills,
innovation, social welfare and the formation of human capital (Compagnucci & Spigarelli, 2020).
12

5

DAVIDE FASSI, FRANCESCO VERGANI

• Triggering civic awareness of the role that situated stakeholders have in producing effective solutions for their own well-being.
• Testing the concept of the “15-minutes city" model in a particularly receptive
context.

Figure 1. The process presented in the paper describing the actors, their tools and methods for each
phase.

4. Methodology
The process presented in the paper (Figure 1) highlights a hybrid methodology that combines Grounded Theory and Participatory Action Research (Muratovski, 2015) using spatial
and service design methods and tools within two different – but parallel – case studies. To
maintain a narrative based on the three main phases of the process, the two cases are distinguished throughout the paper with the names “Case A” and “Case B”, where:
• “Case A” refers to the community-making process and work activated by the
offcampusers at Off Campus Nolo with the situated stakeholders,
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• “Case B” highlights the work mainly conducted by the postgraduate students
from the first year of the MSc in Interior and Spatial Design (Politecnico di Milano) that tried to apply the “15-minute City” Model by Moreno in the neighborhood, co-designing possible scenarios with the citizens to be implemented
in the future.
During the whole process, both the offcampusers and the postgraduate students maintained
a continuous relationship with the situated stakeholders through in-field activities - such as
qualitative interviews and direct observation - (Koskinen et al., 2011) and co-design solutions
for living in the proximity.

4.1 The actors, their tools and methods
Testing this situated design strategy required several actors – with their tools and methods –
as presented below:
•

Offcampusers. Mostly professors, researchers, PhD candidates and interns of the Polimi DESIS Lab who become curators, content creators, and volunteers when working
at Off Campus Nolo. The offcampusers developed "Vocabolario di Quartiere" (The
Situated Vocabulary), a participatory design research project aimed at the co-creation of a situated dictionary of shared meanings. By fostering conversations about
the needs and potential of the area, the project explores new possible design actions
that can be triggered in the neighborhood. The vocabulary is expressed in 10 keywords (Public Space, Degradation, Common Good, Sense of Belonging, Memory,
Change, Fun, Commitment, Nolo and Heritage) that were chosen during a first activity with the neighborhood community by discussing hot topics experienced by the inhabitants.

•

“15-minute City Lab” postgraduate students. Unlike the broader approach used by
Off Campus Nolo, the 50 students from the MSc in Interior and Spatial Design "15minute City Lab" studio went for a different design approach by dividing the neighborhood into 11 smaller blocks (each given to one of the 11 groups). By following the
“15-minute city” model by Moreno, they were asked to identify the presence of the 6
main functions in each block, find the one missing and implementing it with a metadesign project. During the process constituting 4 main phases (Spatial/Ethnographic
survey, Co-design, Meta-design and Exhibition) the students had to always be in
touch with the situated stakeholders of Nolo represented by a hotspotter - a key citizen who is well connected to the daily life of the neighborhood and and expert of
one of the 11 blocks.

•

Situated stakeholders. Citizens, shopkeepers, neighborhood associations, and informal groups are the core figures embraced by the academic community in all the
phases of the case studies. Without a collaborative process between those different
actors, it is unthinkable to design something that would be vaguely effective for the
community.

7
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4.2 The process: exploring, co-designing and validating
This situated design strategy to foster the community and co-design new proximity scenarios
has been structured in 3 main phases: 1) exploring contexts, 2) co-designing contents, and 3)
validating concepts (and processes). If in the first two phases, as described below, both the
offcampusers and postgraduate students developed different tailor-made solutions to collect insights from the community and co-design scenarios, for the last one the parallel experiences have been combined to grasp the key features found and validate the whole process
enacted.
Phase 1: Exploring contexts.
Case A: In exploring the context, “Vocabolario di Quartiere” acted as the main lens of observation: the research project was conceived as an enabling platform (Huybrechts et al., 2021)
that helped the offcampusers in collecting the voices of the situated stakeholders through
different design-oriented activities. People from the neighborhood were asked to pick up the
words from the vocabulary and give their own interpretation of their meaning around the
neighborhood and its spatial and social features. While the community was invited to freely
express their ideas by writing and commenting on posts on the “Nolo Social District” Facebook page and sending voice messages to the offcampusers, other oral information was collected through informal online interviews with experts of particularly interesting fields (from
art to anthropology, botany, urban planning, and many others). The oral information, after
being transcribed and inserted in the vocabulary, was merged into a dedicated podcast cocreated in collaboration with Radio Nolo, the neighborhood web radio. The podcast “In
Poche Parole” (literally, “In little words”) comprises 10 episodes (so far 4 out of the 10 have
been launched), each one dedicated to one of the ten words of the vocabulary.15
Case B: Regarding the experience of the "15-minute City Lab" studio, the postgraduate students were asked to carry out a spatial and social exploration of the neighborhood with the
help of 11 different hotspotters – citizens who became the reference of each single sub-area
due to their expertise and knowledge of it. Thanks to detailed interviews with the hotspotters – which later were made into a video – and other ethnographic research, in-field observation and informal talks with citizens, the students were able to map the whole micro-area.
Then, the students were asked to check the presence of the 6 main functions of Moreno in
each individual block, trying to understand which were missing (if any), and which needed
implementation.
The two forms of information collected in parallel were combined into a neighborhood map
characterized by the presence of different spatial nodes which, due to various critical issues
highlighted by the people interviewed, needed to be re-activated. The map – developed by
the offcampusers – became an effective co-design tool that was subsequently used by the

15

In Poche Parole Podcast. Retrieved March 20, 2022, https://radionolo.it/palinsesto/in-poche-parole/
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offcampusers and the situated stakeholders to identify new design proposals for each spatial
node.
Phase 2: Co-designing contents.
Case A: The first tool used was the neighborhood map which served as an entry point to
start the two different sessions:
•

1st Activity = in presence at Off Campus Nolo with 21 with passers-by.
• In the first activity at Off Campus Nolo, participants were asked to identify the
spaces of the neighborhood by pinning little red flags on the map while highlighting strengths and weaknesses of known places in Nolo. Then they were
asked to choose some of those spatial nodes considered particularly interesting to start a process of re-design. To re-imagine the future of the chosen
spaces - and to trigger creative ideas - participants were equipped with a set of
cards including examples of international case studies as well as possible strategies and actions to be used. At the end of this activity, participants were
asked to write down or draw the proposals on white postcards, later exhibited
at Off Campus Nolo (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Pictures taken during the 1st activities while passers-by were discussing some places of the
neighborhood.

•

2nd Activity = online using Zoom and Miro with 4 different groups of citizens.
• The second co-design activity was re-designed after the closure of Off Campus
Nolo due to new government restrictions for the COVID-19 pandemic. It was
then decided to shift the activity online by designing a brand new experience
trying also to include the foreign community of Nolo that had remained excluded from the first one. The second activity (Figure 3) was primarily conceived to make the community feel unified in finding spatial solutions to be designed for the public spaces of Nolo. This intention to create a “stronger social

9
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bond” (De Rosa et al., 2021) led the offcampusers to experiment with the Design Fiction approach in order to obtain a more “visceral and emotive” result
(Tonkinwise, 2015) oriented to the future possibilities of the neighborhood.
The provocative nature of narrative acts as a catalyst to allow people to explore very different scenarios and future visions (Dunne & Raby, 2013) and
look for possible solutions (in this case spatial solutions) to solve certain issues.
For the activity, three different future scenarios have been designed relating to
specific issues: social division, excessive sharing of spaces, and digitalization of
human relationships. During the activity the participants were asked to collaborate in the fictional world to find possible solutions to solve the issue presented to them. The design solutions emerged during the activities were then
collected and combined in graphic postcards that crystallized possible design
scenarios for the spatial nodes to be redesigned.

Figure 3. On the left, the video introduction to choose one of the three fictional Nolo. On the right, the
preface of the story “Nolo Blue” during the online activity with participants.

Case B: Students were asked by the faculty to co-design with the hotspotters and other situated stakeholders to integrate the missing functions in the spaces of the assigned block. The
activities were carried out online thanks to the use of the Miro platform, which allowed an
easy configuration of the activity in which the main actors were able to work in synergy to
imagine the different possible scenarios (Figure 4). The scenarios from these co-design sessions were subsequently reworked by the students and implemented into projects to be developed in the spaces of the blocks. The students provided 11 design scenarios for the different spatial nodes of the neighborhood, on the one hand, by intervening in a lighter way
thanks to Tactical Urbanism projects, and on the other, by completely revising the spaces
and introducing new leisure areas for the community.

10
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Figure 4. Four stills from the “Co-design” videos presenting the activities done by the students (with
the help of the situated stakeholders) to envision new scenarios for the spaces of Nolo.

Phase 3: Validating concepts (and processes)
Thanks to the design scenarios emerging from the co-design phase, it was possible to trace a
package of actions and practices to be tested in the future in the various spatial nodes identified in the first exploratory phase. Although the main results are highlighted in section 5, it
is important to notice that the validation phase is equally important within the whole process as it allows the insights to be tested in the field, designing new projects while showing
the work done so far on different scales (e.g., the neighborhood but also the city). The work
conducted at Off Campus Nolo has been positively received by the Municipality as a different approach to deal in parallel with neighborhood issues. In the summer of 2020, the offcampusers also played a key role in Nolo during the COVID-19 emergency, designing parklets
– and managing the application bureaucracy remaining in touch with the Municipality and its
bodies – for more than 15 commercial activities. This work again defined a process to support the network of Nolo by helping the association of neighborhood shopkeepers (P.I.Nolo)
to design these new spatial platforms that not only supply food, products, and services but
also foster citizens to meet freely and safely in the public space. This modality was also processed in the “15-minute City Lab” Studio allowing students to benefit from the work done
by offcampusers and to consider parking lots as places to reimagine for neighborhood sociability.

11
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5. Results
The work conducted by the two cases allowed the Polimi DESIS Lab to enter more into the
dynamics of the neighborhood, expanding its knowledge of the community and making itself
known to new actors and stakeholders (primarily shopkeepers and associations). One of the
strengths of the case studies was to use tools typical of the academic field and apply them
on a neighborhood level.
Case A: In this way, the "Vocabolario di Quartiere" project has been able not just to stimulate a shared conversation about issues and potentialities of the neighborhood and introduce different and usually unheard points of view of the community, but also to intercept
those administrative tools that make things possible. The work done so far by the offcampusers has helped the community to get involved in taking care of one of the most critical
spaces in Nolo. Offcampusers had a central role in creating the network of the situated
stakeholders and signing a "Collaboration Agreement" to take care of "Piazzetta Transiti" one of the spatial nodes identified in the map – with new spatial and social solutions to be
co-designed over the following months.16
Case B: If the situated design strategy was successfully put in place by the activity held by
Off Campus Nolo, it is also thanks to the postgraduate students of the "15-minute City Lab"
studio that the whole process had been effectively tested. The 11 groups used a package of
design tools (such as ethnographic surveys, co-design activities, personas, spatial journey
maps and others) unknown to the citizens, offering different approaches to imagine the
spaces and sociality of the neighborhood. Even if the work carried out benefited from the
process acknowledged by offcampusers, the students tested the “15-minute city” model in a
more precise way. Dividing the neighborhood in 11 sub-areas (the blocks) was helpful to
more effectively map the neighborhood and to find even more accurate insights from a spatial and social point of view.

6. Conclusions
The paper described a process to foster the proactivity of the Nolo neighborhood community with methods and tools put in place by academic actors while imagining new solutions
for the proximity. Today, education and research play an important role in prompting new
forms of social innovation (Fassi & Vergani, 2020). The two case studies effectively demonstrate how the synergistic work of the academic realm and neighborhood communities can
grasp creative and innovative solutions and imagine new spaces for living the dimension of
The process has been supported by the Municipality and the Milan City Council to share the ideas developed by the situated stakeholders and keep up to date on how to intervene with respect to current regulations. This first pilot project has
been also useful in triggering civic awareness of the role that situated stakeholders have in working together to imagine
effective solutions for their own well-being. The project is part of "Luoghicomuni", an initiative promoted by LABSUS association - Laboratory for subsidiarity - and by the Italia Nostra Onlus association. On the one hand, LABSUS deals with mediation, facilitation and 'legal support of the actors, before and after the signing of the collaboration agreement; on the other,
Italia Nostra Onlus offers technical and training support on the design and maintenance of green spaces and provides materials and tools for interventions. Even if mentioned in the paper, the project is not described further as it is still in the early
design stages.

16
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proximity. However, to achieve this level of proactivity required a system rooted in the specific context and not limited to isolated activities. As previously mentioned, Off Campus Nolo
has managed to fit into the neighborhood after years of experiments, research and didactic
activities carried out by the Polimi DESIS Lab and the University, carving out a space for action through small interventions delivered over time. If it can take on a directorial role today
to bring innovation and proposals - such as the illustrated work on proximity - it is thanks to
a light and respectful approach to neighborhood dynamics. In fact, the research group had
to enter the context as field researchers, assuming a hybrid role (the one of offcampusers)
that required the acquisition of situated social skills as well as the purely academic ones.
Getting in touch with the daily local dynamics allows a greater understanding of the context
and can be useful for the definition of increasingly effective strategies.
In this case, the academic competence related to design lies in its ability to be a hybrid discipline that interacts effectively and creatively with different skills, implementing tailoredmade activities and tools - such as the aforementioned ethnographic/spatial surveys, co-design sessions or personas - to bring together the opportunities that such a diversified context
can express. While the students - with their fresh and creative approach - managed to make
the citizens aware of the need to re-imagine the public space, Off Campus Nolo represents a
more structural approach to promote the general proactivity of the community. Implementing a strategy based on proximity in such a rich context requires both coordination for the
research and organization of projects, as well as practical and creative support for their envisioning and implementation.
As previously pointed out, neighborhood mapping is an ongoing process that must constantly be fed by new tools to be as inclusive as possible. Designing proximity in urban contexts also means to reach and include the marginalized community of the neighborhood –
which includes immigrants, as well as the elderly, children, teenagers, and citizens with physical and cognitive impairments - that has yet to be included in participatory processes like
this one. In this case, "Vocabolario di Quartiere" and its podcast is trying to highlight other
stories and other points of view to stimulate the community of situated stakeholders in imagining solutions that are as inclusive as possible. The project - based on the power of words
and discussion (Arendt, 2013) and how they can help to dis-articulate and re-articulate different points of view to identify common interests (Mouffe, 2013) - is indeed an endless process as it promotes discussion on different issues and tries to channel them towards scenarios and projects to be co-designed.
The context of Nolo has been a wide base for participatory design actions due to the proactivity of neighbors (Fassi & Manzini, 2021), and its ability in empowering community is not
something that should be taken for granted. Each context is different and hides latent possibilities that have to be brought to light by someone able to navigate among the diversity of
the situated stakeholders and help them move towards an open-ended common goal.
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